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C avalier T reatm en t
B y  L e e  S p e t h
Those Shakespearean Hags
I r i s e  a t  t h i s  tim e to  reprim and my te a c h e r s .  They 
meant w e l l ,  no dou b t, b u t th ey  spoke they  knew n o t what. 
M illio n s  o f  sc h o o lc h ild re n  l ik e  m yself went m is led  through 
t h e i r  Shakespeare c la s s e s  and one, I r e g re t  to  sa y , was 
J .R .R . T o lk ien . For him, r e c t i f i c a t i o n  comes to o  l a t e ;  
no m a t te r ,  i t  i s  a sm all enough th in g  o f  i t s e l f .  But th e re  
i s  a f a i r l y  s e r io u s  im p lic a tio n  in  th e  m is tak e  about 
M acbeth and I s e iz e  t h i s  o p p o rtu n ity  to  re w r ite  c o u n tle ss  
le c tu r e  n o tes  in  th e  i n t e r e s t  o f  t r u th  and c r i t i c a l  s ta n d a rd s .
"The w itch es in  M acbeth," th e  c lic h e  ru n s ,"  a re  no t 
a fa n ta s y  e lem en t. S h a k e sp e a re 's  w orld b e lie v ed  in  w itc h ­
c r a f t ;  we, by and l a r g e ,  do n o t .  They seem l ik e  fa n ta sy  to  
u s; they  were viewed by th e  Jacobeans as a l i t e r a l  p o s s i ­
b i l i t y ,  along w ith  th e  s o ld ie r s  and th e  g a te k ee p e r and th e  
th re e  h i r e l in g  m u rd ere rs ."
I t  i s  q u i te  n e a t ;  i t  i s  a ls o  u n tru e . T o lk ie n , who 
m ight have seen th rough  i t ,  d id  n o t. He l a z i l y  l e t s  th e  
c l ic h e  pass in  h is  m ajor e ssay  "On F a i r y - S to r ie s ."
"They ( th e  w itch es)  a re  a lm ost in to le r a b le  in  th e
p la y ----- I am to ld  t h a t  I shou ld  fe e l  d i f f e r e n t l y  i f  I had
th e  mind o f th e  p e r io d , w ith  i t s  w itch -h u n ts  and w itch - 
t r i a l s .  But t h a t  i s  to  say : i f  I reg ard ed  th e  w itch es as
p o s s ib le ,  in d e e d _l ik e l y ,  in  th e  Prim ary W orld. . . . " The
p assag e , I w il l  in form  th e  u n tru s t in g  who would rush  to  
double-check  me, occurs on p . 69 o f th e  Eerdmans Essays 
P r e s e n te d  to  C h a r le s  W illia m s  (paperback) and on p . 50 o f 
th e  B a lla n tin e  T o lk ie n  R eader.
T olk ien  may be fo rg iv en  fo r  t h i s  m inor f a i l u r e  to  
s c r u t in iz e  c a n t .  I t  occu rs in  a d ig re s s io n  in  h is  e ssay  
a n d  i t  i s ,  I b e l ie v e ,  well-known t h a t  he was n o t e n th u s i­
a s t i c  fo r  Shakespeare  - indeed he seems to  have cared  
l i t t l e  f o r  any p o st-w ar l i t e r a t u r e  ( I  r e f e r  to  th e  Wars 
o f th e  R oses). But th e  Shakespearean s c h o la rs  who p e r­
p e tu a te  th e  m isconcep tion  a re  c le a r ly  c u lp a b le . We pay 
them adequately i f  not handsomely to  know b e t t e r .
The p ro o f i s  in  Hoi in sh e d , th e  n o to rio u s  Shakes­
pearean  Source . But even b e fo re  I looked in to  h is  ch ron­
i c le s  I sensed  th a t  th e re  was som ething wrong w ith  th e  
s ta n d a rd  in te r p r e t a t i o n .  T h e re 's  H ecate f o r  in s ta n c e .  She 
e n te r s  a t  th e  in v o c a tio n  o f  th e  w itch es (A ct IV, Sc. 1) 
and she has some encourag ing  l in e s  fo r  th e  s i s t e r s .  But 
w hat a re  we to  say o f  her?  W itches maybe, bu t d id  th e  
b en ig h ted  s u b je c ts  o f  th e  f i r s t  S tu a r t  b e lie v e  in  Hecate?
I t  seems im probab le , and n o th in g  much i s  helped  by p o s i t ­
in g , as some sc h o la rs  have done, t h a t  th e  H ecate scene was 
an in te r p o la t io n  by a n o th e r hand, t h a t  th e s is  being  un- 
p ro v a b le .
H ecate is  no t th e  main t e s t ,  however; h is to r y  i s .
The h e a r t  o f th e  R enaissance w itch  sc a re  la y  in  fe a r in g  
o n e 's  n e ig h b o r  . I f  we l e a f  through th e  w itch  t r i a l  r e ­
cords o f  th e  day we a re  s t ru c k  by th e  o rd in a r in e s s  o f  th e  
d e fe n d a n ts . G u ilty  o r  in n o c e n t, th e  a lle g e d  S a ta n i s t  
m ight be a fa rm er, a "goodw ife ," a c a r t e r ,  a s tu d e n t.
Mme. M a lle t -  J o r i s ,  in  her e x c e l le n t  t r ip ty c h  The W itches , 
f i c t i o n a l i z e d  th re e  a c tu a l French c a se s :  th ey  co n cern ,
r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  an orphan g i r l ,  a v i l l a g e  p h y s ic ia n ,  and 
one e x o t ic ,  an o ld  gypsy woman.
But I 'v e  y e t  to  read  o f anyone in  th o se  tim es fe a r in g  
th re e  c h an tin g  h ag s, dancing on a b la s te d  heath  f a r  from 
th e  h a b ita t io n s  o f men. I t  was th e  e ru p tio n  o f  e v il  from 
th e  everyday t h a t  ou r a n c e s to rs  d readed .
S hakespeare  d i s t i l l e d  h is  s to ry  from Hoi in s h e d 's  
C hron ic les  and th e r e ,  a t  l a s t ,  i s  th e  re a l  accoun t o f  th e  
Weird S i s t e r s  and t h e i r  o r ig in .  I quo te  from S h a kesp ea re 's  
H o lin sh e d , ed , by W. G. B osw ell-S tone (New York, Benjamin 
Blom, p rep ared  1896, ed. o f  1966):
S h o r t l ie  a f t e r  happened a s tra n g e  and uncouth 
woonder, which a fte rw a rd  was th e  cause  o f  much 
tro u b le  in  th e  realm e o f S c o tla n d , as y e  s h a l l  a f t e r  
h e a re . I t  fo r tu n e d  as Makbeth and Banquho io u rn ie d  
tow ards F o r e s . . . th e r e  met them th re e  women in  s tra n g e  
and w ild  a p p a r e l! ,  resem bling  c re a tu re s  o f  e ld e r  
w o rld , whom when they  a t t e n t i u e l i e  b e h e ld , woondering 
much a t  th e  s i g h t ,  th e  f i r s t  o f  them spake and 
s a id :  "All h a i l e ,  Makbeth, th an e  o f  Glammis!"
( f o r  he had l a t e l i e  e n te re d  in to  t h a t  d ig n i t i e  and 
o f f i c e  by th e  death  o f  h is  f a th e r  S i n e l l ) .  The 
second o f them s a id :  "H a ile , M acbeth, th an e  o f  Cawder!"
But th e  t h i r d  s a id :  "All h a i l e ,  M akbeth, t h a t
h e e r e a f te r  s h a l t  be k ing o f  S c o tla n d !"
Then Banquho: "What manner o f  women" ( s a i th  he)"
a re  you , t h a t  seeme so l i t t l e  fa v o ra b le  v n to  me, 
whereas to  my fe llo w  h e e re , b e s id es  high o f f i c e s ,  ye 
a s s ig n e  a lso  th e  kingdome, a p p o in tin g  fo o r th  no th ing  
f o r  me a t  a l l ? "  "Y es," ( s a i th  th e  f i r s t  o f  them)
"we prom ise g r e a te r  b e n e f i ts  v n to  th e e ,  than  v n to  him, 
f o r  he s h a ll  re ig n e  in d eed , bu t w ith  an u n lu ck ie  end: 
n e i th e r  s h a l l  he le a v e  a n ie  is s u e  behind him to  
succeed in  h is  p la c e ,  where c o n t r a r i l i e  thou in  deed 
s h a l t  no t re ig n e  a t  a l l ,  b u t o f  th e e  th o se  s h a l l  be 
borne which s h a l l  governe th e  S c o tish  kingdome by 
long o rd e r o f  c o n tin u a l!  d e s c e n t ."  H erew ith th e  
fo r e s a id  women v an ished  im m ed ia tlie  o u t o f  t h e i r  
s i g h t . . . .a f te rw a rd s  th e  common o p in io n  w as, t h a t  
th e s e  women were e i t h e r  th e  w eird  s i s t e r s ,  t h a t  is  
(a s  ye would sa y ) th e  g o d d esses o f  d e s t i n i e ,  o r  e l s e  
some nymphs or  f e i r i e s ,  indued w ith  knowledge o f  
p r o p h e sie  by t h e i r  n e c r o m a n tic a ll s c i e n c e ,  b ic a u se  . 
e u e r ie  th in g  came to  passe  as th ey  had spoken.
T h a t, I th in k ,  s e t t l e s  th e  m a tte r .  "W eird," o f  
c o u rse , o r ig in a l ly  m eant "F a te " ;  a cco rd in g  to  th e  OED i t  
d i d n 't  a c q u ire  i t s  modern meaning o f  " e e r ie "  and "u n n a tu ra l"  
u n t i l  r e c e n tly  (one su sp e c ts  under th e  im pulse o f  Shakes­
p e a r e 's  use  o f th e  word in  M a c b e th  ) .  T hat th e  a u th o r 
used "w itch es" in  th e  s ta g e  d i r e c t io n s  d o e s n 't  mean t h a t  he 
was d e f in in g  th e  S i s t e r s  by what a Jacobean u su a lly  meant 
by th e  noun. The use i s  p robab ly  g e n e r ic  r a th e r  than  
s p e c i f i c ,  meaning on ly  a p r a c t ic io n e r  o f  e v il  m agic.
W ell, and so what? Only t h i s .  The c l ic h e  about 
M a c b e th  a lw ays, I th in k ,  in vo lved  a c o v e rt  v a lu e  ju d g ­
m ent. What th e  p ro fe s s o r  was say in g  in  h is  h e a r t  was t h i s :  
" F a ir ie s  and o th e r  f o l l i e s  were th e  amusement - and a 
q u i te  p ro p e r amusement -  o f  Our G re a te s t  P o e t 's  l i g h t e r  
h o u rs . He was cap ab le  o f  lo o sin g  Puck to  b ed ev il wandering 
lo v e rs  and o f  sh ipw reck ing  a c lu tc h  o f  dour I t a l i a n  
p o l i t i c i a n s  on a s o r c e r e r 's  i s l e .  T h is was th e  rom antic  
Shakespeare  and who would p a r t  w ith  him? But th e  t r a g e d ie s  
a re  b u i l t  s o l id ly  upon r e a l  l i f e . They a re  in ten d ed  to  
plumb th e  human c o n d itio n  to  th e  very  bottom  o f  i t s  t r u th .
I t  i s  no f a u l t  o f  Shakespeare t h a t  he l iv e d  b e fo re  th e  Royal 
S o c ie ty ,  b e fo re  Hume. The gh o sts  o f  Banquo, C aesar and 
H am let's  f a th e r  come from th e  b e l i e f  system  in  which he was 
b re d , so a ls o  th e  w itch es  who tem pt Macbeth. We sm ile  a t  
th e s e  th in g s  bu t we no more b e ra te  them than  we b e ra te
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THE LADY OF LA SALETTE
F o r  A l i c e  i n  a  N e a r b y  W o r l d
My Lady wept.
High upon the arid windswept slopes
Those crystal raindrops fell; and deep in earth A 
healing spring awoke and flowed.
My Lady wept.
Above my spirit's baked September hillside
Lade, gold-edged thunderclouds were driven
By the damp and gusty March.
My Lady wept.The star-blue windows of the heavens opened;
Glory streaming swept my firmament 
till I was drowned, and Love was 
born. My Lady 
smiled! And I was set upon a narrow 
pathway Crossing worlds of worlds to find Love's center; I shall not return as 
I. .....Gracia Fay Ellwood
Cont'd from p a g e .  18
T ir e s ia s  in  th e  Oedipus Rex o r  L u c ife r  in  D ante. But l e t  
us remember s t e a d i ly  t h a t  Our G re a te s t  T rag ed ian  was a 
d r a m a tis t  o f  th e  R e a l."  In o th e r  w ords, f a n ta s y  i s  OK in  
i t s  p la c e  b u t i s  n o t to  in tru d e  in  th e  b ig  le a g u e s .
But I do n o t b e l ie v e  t h a t  Shakespeare  b e lie v e d  in  th e  
T hree F a te s ,  n o r  t h a t  he had any s ta rc h y  n o tio n s  as to  th e  
f e a tu r e s  o f  tra g e d y . I b e lie v e  t h a t  he was q u a rry in g  
h is  so u rc e  f o r  th e  d ra m a tic .
People  who re ad  M ythlor e ough t to  a p p re c ia te  t h i s .  
F an tasy  e lem en ts we sh o u ld  m a in ta in ,  a re  l e g i t im a te  e lem en ts; 
th e  o n ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  q u e s t io n  i s  w h e th er th ey  o p e ra te  
o r g a n ic a l ly  w ith  th e  e n t i r e  w ork. For a s ,  i t  i s  no t 
p e rm is s ib le  to  keep th e  l i g h t  o f  ou r knowledge b en ea th  a 
b u sh e l. For f a n ta s y ,  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  i s  j u s t  around th e  
c o rn e r ;  l e t  us keep p lu g g in g  away. The n ex t tim e you h ear 
th e  c l i c h e  abou t M acbeth , wave t h i s  e ssa y .
A n  I n k l i n g s  B i b l i o g r a p h y  ( 1 0 )
Compiled by Joe R. Christopher
F a n t a s i a e , 5:11-12/56-57 (November-December 1977), 1-24 
Edited by Ian M. Slater for The Fantasy Association 
Inkling-related contents: (a) Paula Mannor, "In a Hole in
the Ground there lived a Hobbit", pp. 1, 3. (Illustrated 
with a drawing of a dragon by Joe Pearson, p. 1.) A six- 
paragraph review of the Abrams edition of The H o b b i t  with 
illustrations from the film by Arthur Rankin, Jr., and 
Jules Bass. Marmor compares the illustrations in the 
book to those in the film, noting some variations in color 
and a change in Gollum's appearance; some of the new draw­
ings she finds to be improvements on the film. She also 
finds the book qu a  art book poorly designed, (b) "A Long 
and Secret Labour.: The Forging of T he S i l m a r i l l i o n " , pp.
4-8. Three short essays, (b-4 Christopher Gilson,
"Language and Lore: The S i l m a r i l l i o n  as Trivium", pp. 4-6.
Gilson translates the five brief sentences in Elvish which 
appear in The S i l m a r i l l i o n ,  and comments on the new forms 
which appear. He then traces several words in Elvish and 
in Old English which demonstrate some aspects of Tolkien's 
creativity: a i y a  and e a l a ,  and E a r e n d i l  and e a r e n d e l ;  he
finds the latter word to probably contain a personification 
of the morning star in Old English (in its use in a poem 
by Cynewulf) as well as in Elvish, and he traces Earendel 
(as a personage) through Germanic myth and legend-, mixing 
in his father and his uncle, to arrive at a reference to 
a boat called Guingelot — and hence to Earendil's Vinge- 
lot. From Christopher Tolkien's appendix on "Elements in 
Quenya and Sindarin Names", Gilson discusses n e l d o r ,  sug­
gesting its probable roots; he discusses the color signifi­
cances of the lamps of the Valar, Illuin (silver blue) and 
Ormal (golden yellow). He concludes with the implicit 
images of three other terms, the roots - f i n ,  - r a s , and 
- f a e l - .  . .
(b2) I[an] M. S[later], "Why?", pp. 6-8. Slater asks why 
Tolkien felt i t  necessary to invent a new mythology for 
England. He answers his question by a process of elimina­
tion: the Arthurian mythos is British, not English; the
major English epics — The Faerie Queene and P a r a d i s e  
L o s t  — are, respectively, Arthurian and Protestant, and
more universal (when not Protestant) than English; classical 
mythology is not English; and B e o w u lf  celebrates a Geatish 
hero, not an Angle or a Saxon. Slater discusses some 
allusive connections between Germanic myths and Tolkien's 
works - V i n g i l o t  is the specific example — but concludes 
that Tolkien's work is at least not as open to political 
misuse as culturally developed national mythologies, (b3) 
D[onald] G. K[eller], "Tolkien's Music: Preliminary
Remarks on Style in The S i l m a r i l l i o n " , p. 8 (reference to 
Lewis, col. 2). Keller defends Tolkien's high style as 
"his natural style", believing the low style of The Hobbit and parts of The Lord of the Rings was adapted only formarketability. He points to late Victorian flaws in the 
low style, The high style, on the other hand, is that of 
the best part of The L o r d  o f  t h e  R in g s  — the Moria and 
Lothlorien episodes are Keller's examples - 
and there it is that of "a medieval - style romance, a secondary epic". (In Lewis' use in 
A P r e f a c e  t o  " P a r a d is e  L o s t " ,  the secondary epic could 
hardly be a medieval romance; Keller is mixing genres.)
"The S i l m a r i l l i o n  is primary epic." The thesis Keller 
uses to defend this defense of the high style is Tolkien's 
successful literary creation of a mythology, rephrasing 
Lewis' definition of a myth in An E x p e r im e n t  i n  C r i t i c i s m  -  
"basic archetypes and narrative kernels" — as his basis. 
"We get...the tale of creation in the A i n u l i n d a l e ,  animated 
by the controlling metaphor of music; the pantheon-cata­
logue in the V a la q u e n ta /  with a redundancy and complexity 
far more convincing than the neat logical packages of many 
would-be mythologers; the Eden and Atlantis myths in The 
A k a l l a b e t h ,  rejuvenated by their juxtaposition". Keller's 
examples of the styles actually mix styles and substances: 
"The M m U i n d a l Z  i s . . .permeated by the style of the King 
James Bible, but there are also hints of Dunsany. . . and of 
the cosmic vision of Olaf Stapledon.. . .The A k a l la b e th  
exhibits the more limpid flow of William Morris. The 
Q u e n ta  S i l m a r i l l i o n  is told in a[n]. . .idiom.. .familiar to 
every reader of medieval romances (and their emulators 
from Malory on), overlaid with...the more somber idiom of 
the Icelandic sagas".
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